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Investigative interviews with children about alleged abuse were analysed to
determine the degree to which the child’s responses adhered to a story grammar
framework, and whether the presence of story grammar elements was associated
with interviewers’ adherence to best-practice (i.e. open-ended) questioning. The
sample included 51 interviews with child witnesses from across Australia. The
interviews were administered by a police officer with children (37 girls and 14 boys)
aged 316 years (M age103.82 months, SD34.21 months). The interviewers’
questions were categorised as open-ended or specific and the children’s responses
were classified as a story grammar element, context/background information, or
‘don’t know’ responses. The majority of interviewer questions were specific in
nature and the majority of children’s responses were context/background details.
Open-ended questions were more successful in eliciting story grammar from
children. Of the story grammar elements, the interviewers’ specific questions
usually targeted setting and attempt details. These findings suggest that improve-
ment in the narrative coherence of children’s reports of abusive events can
potentially be achieved by increasing interviewers’ use of open-ended questions.
Keywords: abuse; investigative; interviewing; child witnesses; language
Introduction
Reporting rates of child abuse and neglect have risen dramatically in the past 20
years, thus it is not surprising that police interviewing of children about abuse has
also increased in frequency (Victorian Law Reform Commission, 2004). While
interviews with child witnesses about abuse are conducted at various stages of the
legal process, those conducted during the initial phase of the police investigation, are
the most critical in determining whether a criminal case is solved (Fisher, Geiselman,
& Raymond, 1987). This is particularly so in cases where there is little physical
evidence to support the child’s account, and in those jurisdictions where the
investigative interview is videotaped and subsequently played as evidence-in-chief
during the criminal proceedings (Cherryman, King, & Bull, 1999). The more
complete and accurate the initial investigative interview, the less susceptible that
account is to distortion during cross-examination (McGough, 1994; Powell, 2005).
To assist investigative interviewers to maximise the usefulness of the child’s
evidence, best practice guidelines in interviewing children have been developed. The
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central aim of these guidelines is to obtain an account of the alleged offence in the
child’s own words, at his or her own pace, and without interruption (Poole & Lamb,
1998; Wilson & Powell, 2001). This account is referred to as a ‘free narrative
account’, which generally proceeds with the interviewer asking a general or broad,
open-ended question (e.g. ‘Tell me everything you can remember about . . . from the
beginning to the end). The interviewer then uses minimal nonverbal encouragers (e.g.
head nods, pauses, ‘Mmmm’, silence, ‘Uh-Huh’) and further open-ended questions
(e.g. ‘Tell me more about that.’, ‘What happened then?’, What else can you remember
about . . .?’) to steer the interviewee to the next point in the story or to gently
encourage the interviewee to provide further narrative information. Whether the
interviewer exhausts the child’s free-narrative account depends on the ability to ask
open-ended questions. Such questions encourage an elaborate response, but they do
not dictate what specific information is required (Powell & Snow, 2007). In contrast,
specific questions ask about a specific detail or concept and can often be answered in
just one or two words (e.g. ‘Who is Billy?’, ‘Where did he touch you?’).
The benefits of eliciting a free narrative compared to more focused or brief
responses are well documented. Narrative accounts of incidents are usually more
accurate than responses to specific or closed questions (Lipton, 1977). Further, open-
ended questioning, conducted at the interviewee’s own pace allows the interviewee
time to collect his or her thoughts and consequently promotes elaborate memory
retrieval (Wilson & Powell, 2001). Given that witnesses have only limited mental
resources to process information, any distraction or deflection of these mental
resources may impair the witness’s ability to remember the critical event (Broadbent,
1958; Kahneman, 1973). Thus, interviewers who ask fewer, but open-ended,
questions elicit the greatest amount of accurate information from witnesses (Fisher,
1995; Wilson & Powell, 2001).
Most of the research, to date, that has led to the establishment of best-practice
interview guidelines has evolved from an eyewitness memory framework. This
framework is concerned with the degree to which the child’s report of the event
resembles the actual event that occurred. From an evidential perspective, however, a
good interview is not only accurate and detailed per se, but is well structured and
coherent, and presents the information required in a meaningful and informative way
to the listener (Davis, Hoyano, Keenan, Maitland, & Morgan, 1999). Having a coherent
story unfold from the child’s perspective is considered important for allowing the jury
to assess the credibility of the child’s statement (Hershkowitz, 2001; Nield, Milne, Bull,
& Marlow, 2003; Raskin & Esplin, 1991). It is also considered important for
establishing the ‘essence of criminality’ (i.e. the precise nature of the acts committed;
Guadagno, Powell, & Wright, 2006). At present, however, little research has focused on
the degree to which current interview techniques elicit a linguistically complete narrative
from children of various ages. We argue that linguistic completeness is reflected in the
well-organised and adequate transfer of information from speaker (the ‘owner’ of
certain privileged information) to the listener, who is (to varying degrees) naive about
the events in question. This notion has been validated in studies examining listener
judgements of the quality of children’s spoken narratives, e.g. Newman and McGregor
(2006), who showed that objective measures of narrative completeness predict quality
ratings by listeners. The aim of this research therefore was to investigative narrative
adequacy using a representative sample of child abuse field interviews and using a
narrative language framework derived from theories in developmental linguistics.
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Narrative language is the means by which speakers apply culturally relevant
‘rules’ to relate a story (e.g. a personal experience) in a logical and sequential manner
to a listener (Westby, 1982). Producing a narrative account is a task which requires
the speaker (i.e. witness) to sequentially integrate a variety of themes pertaining to
inferences about characters’ actions, motives and internal responses, and to
interweave that content regarding themes and characters with socially appropriate
and logical arguments for plans and outcomes. Further, the witness is required to
represent that content in a linguistic form that supports the narrative’s commu-
nicative function. Finally, all of the above must be monitored to produce the desired
effect on the listener (Liles, 1993), so that evidence of listener misunderstanding can
be used as a basis for repair by the speaker.
Past research has established that well formed narratives adhere to certain story
grammar (i.e. structure and sequence) rules (Paul, 2001; Snow, Douglas, & Ponsford,
1999; Stein & Glenn, 1979). These story grammar elements include: (i) the setting,
which refers to the physical location where events took place; (ii) the initiating event,
which refers to the event that commences the sequence of events in question, (iii) the
internal response, which refers to the way the person affected by the initiating event
felt, (iv) the plan, which refers to a set of intentions formed in the mind of the person
affected by the initiating event, (v) the attempt, which refers to what that person did,
in his or her effort to execute the plan, (vi) the direct consequences, which are the
outcomes of this attempt, and (vii) the resolution, which refers to the outcome of the
story (Stein & Glenn, 1979). Research in child language development has primarily
focused on measuring the content of narratives in terms of the number and type of
story grammar elements within each episode of the narrative.
Narrative language begins to emerge in early childhood. However, competency in
this area (e.g. sequencing of events, inclusion and sequencing of story grammar
elements, adherence to contextual cues re amount of detail, etc.) is sensitive to a
range of developmental factors, most notably cognitive development, emotional
well-being, and the presence of factors that could specifically impair narrative skills
(e.g. learning disability, history of acquired brain injury, and socio-emotional neglect
resulting in inadequate language stimulation by key caregivers; Snow & Powell,
2008). Further, to be competent in perspective taking, a key task in the production of
narrative language, a child must possess a well developed ‘Theory of Mind’. Theory
of Mind refers to the child’s ability to understand that the process of creating mental
representations is subjective and related to the information available to a person
(Astington & Barriault, 2001). Children who do not possess a well-developed Theory
of Mind have difficulty using knowledge of different perspectives and levels of
background information to generate structurally adequate narratives.
To date, only one prior study has evaluated the quality of investigative interviews
with child witnesses from a story-grammar perspective. Specifically, Westcott and
Kynan (2004) examined 70 interviews with children (aged 12 years and under)
involving allegations of sexual abuse. They employed an elaborate scoring tool in an
effort to rate a number of qualitative aspects of the child’s account, including clarity,
linearity, and consistency. Not surprisingly, they found that setting and attempt
information were most frequently represented, however they cautioned that in the
case of repeated abuse, the story grammar framework may not adequately capture
the complexity of the account that needs to be conveyed by the child. They found
that while children’s accounts broadly adhere to a story structure, definite age effects
Psychology, Crime & Law 557
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exist on this dimension, and the behaviour of the interviewer (particularly the
reliance on specific questioning) appeared to be an important variable in influencing
story grammar content (the effect of questioning was observed anecdotally rather
than measured directly).
Notwithstanding the important contribution of Westcott and Kynan’s (2004)
study, further work is needed to quantify the relationship between interviewer
question types and the elicitation of narrative and other content. We aimed to extend
the previous work by measuring the extent to which children’s accounts can be
characterised as comprising a linguistic narrative, as opposed to comprising other
types of output that are related to, but not necessarily central to, the story of the
alleged abuse incident(s); i.e. context and background information. Specifically, the
unique contribution of the current study is that it measured story grammar content
separately from other types of output.
Our method of distinguishing narrative content as a ‘story-line’ versus other
contextual information that is relevant (but not central to) the story, warrants some
clarification. We provide a simple story in order to illustrate our classification system:
When I was at work today (setting), the boss came in and said she wanted to discuss my
monthly sales figures later this morning (initiating event). I was really worried (internal
response), but I thought it would be better if I could get some data together before I met
with her (plan). So I asked if we could meet in the afternoon instead (attempt). We had a
good meeting this afternoon (direct consequences) and she seemed happy with my
figures (resolution).
Depending on a range of factors, such as the relationship between the speakers and
the listener’s perceived level of background knowledge, the speaker could choose to
include additional information that augments (contextualises) the story. Such
contextual information might include information about the location of the
workplace, the fact that retrenchments had been occurring in the month prior
and, what the narrator had to do in order to collate the additional information.
Whether or not such context/background information is included in a child’s account
of alleged abuse depends on a range of factors, including his/her level of cognitive
development and narrative competence, together with the extent to which an
opportunity for a free narrative is genuinely afforded by the interviewer. In reality,
contextual details are frequently the target of specific questions on the part of the
interviewer (Guadagno & Powell, 2007). They may be of special importance to the
question of particularising the child’s account for the purposes of mounting a
prosecution case, however the extent to which they are best elicited via a free
narrative rather than via specific questioning remains unclear.
In sum, this study extends the prior work on children’s narrative discourse in
investigative interviewing by examining the degree to which videotaped statements of
abuse among children of different stages of development adhere to a story grammar
framework. Further, we examined the relationship between the production of story
grammar elements and the interviewers’ questioning style (open vs specific). Given
the exploratory nature of this research, the analyses were directed by three broad
questions. First, what proportion of the child interviewee’s responses can be
classified as story grammar content, as opposed to context/background information?
Second, what types of story grammar elements are being elicited in the interviews?
Third, does the type of interviewer question (open vs specific) influence the type of
558 P.C. Snow et al.
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output (story grammar vs context/background information or ‘don’t know’
responses) produced by the interviewee? Finally, we examined these three questions
across two broad age groups.
Method
The interview pool
The study included interviews with 51 children (37 girls and 14 boys) aged 316
years (M age103.82 months, SD34.21 months), disclosing a range of abusive
events (physical assault, sexual exposure, sexual touching, and sexual penetration).
Ninety-six per cent of the interviews involved repeated abuse, where any
combination of abusive acts was repeated across at least two occurrences separated
in time. All of the interviews constituted the first recorded interview with the child
about the alleged offence. For ethical and legal (privacy) reasons, we were only
permitted to work with de-identified written transcripts. The project was approved
by the Monash University Standing Committee on Ethical Research Involving
Humans.
All of the interviews were conducted by police officers located in child abuse
investigation units across various states of Australia. The sample was heterogeneous,
consisting of 29 female and 22 male police officers from diverse areas including
metropolitan units (n45) and rural centres (n6). The interviewers’ level of
experience in child abuse investigation ranged from 6 months to 10 years and their
ranks ranged from Constable to Detective Sergeant.
In order to address the question of interviewee age in relation to narrative
production, the sample was divided into two subgroups: notionally ‘younger’
children (aged up to 8 years) and those aged 9 years or over. This split was based
on the median age of the current sample (9), together with developmental evidence
that suggests that children around the age of 7 or 8 typically produce well-formed
narratives (Paul, 2001). There were 23 children in the younger group (M6.2 years,
SD1.5) and 28 in the older group (M10.7, SD1.9).
Information on interview duration was available for 43 of the transcripts. The
mean duration of these interviews was 37.6 minutes (range12168; SD26.6).
Mean duration of interviews with younger children (28.4 minutes, SD9.4) was
significantly shorter than that with older children (42.5 minutes, SD31.3; t
2.2, p0.03).
The analysis and coding protocol
Interviewers’ questions
Using criteria developed in prior research (e.g. Powell & Snow, 2007), the
interviewers’ questions were categorised as being open-ended or specific:
i. Open-ended questions included any question designed to elicit an elaborate
response without dictating what specific details the child needed to report (e.g.
‘Tell me what that happened the first time’). Verbal minimal encouragers such
as ‘uh huh’ were included in this category.
ii. Specific questions included questions that focused on specific aspects of the
event and/or narrowed the response options. These included cued-recall
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questions (e.g. ‘You mentioned you saw a man come in. What was the man
wearing?’) as well as specific questions (e.g. ‘Was the man wearing a coat?’).
Children’s responses
We define a child’s ‘utterance’ as a talking turn, i.e. a verbal response to a question,
statement or minimal encourager. An utterance was judged to have ended when the
interviewer spoke again, even if this was simply to provide a verbal minimal
encourager, such as ‘uh huh’.
A research assistant conducted the coding and was trained by the first author in
the application of story grammar analysis. The principal objective of coding was to
classify each interviewee utterance as either a story grammar element (SGE),
context/background information (CBI), or ‘don’t know’ (DK). Some utterances
contained multiple units of analysis: story grammar elements, context/background
information, and/or ‘don’t know’ responses. If an utterance was identified as
containing story grammar content, it was further classified as to the type of story
grammar content, e.g. setting, initiating event, etc.
Context/background information included material that was related, but not
central to, the story being narrated. This included explanatory information, such as
the relationship between an alleged perpetrator and the child’s family (e.g. ‘He’s lived
down the road from us for years’) and other detail that was not central to the
narrative in a story grammar (i.e. structural) sense (e.g. ‘He always has two sugars in
his coffee’). ‘Don’t know’ responses included either a verbal response, or a non-verbal
action such as shoulder shrugging.
Results
Reliability
One researcher first coded all of the transcripts. A researcher who was not otherwise
involved in the study coded a random selection of 20% of the transcripts. Inter-rater
reliability was calculated by dividing the total number of agreements between the two
coders by the total possible number of agreements. Reliability was at least 90% for
each question type and story grammar element. Examples (from the data) of each
story grammar element are provided in Table 1.
Nature of interviewers’ questions
Interviewers asked a total of 9881 questions/prompts. Of these, 1401 (18.8%) were
classified as open-ended questions. In the sample as a whole, a median of 60 open
questions (inter-quartile range (IQR)60) and 94 specific questions were used per
interview (IQR86). A Wilcoxon signed-ranks test showed this difference to be
statistically significant (z4.6, pB0.001). A mean of 1.86 open-ended questions
was asked before the first specific question (SD1.27).
Interviewee response types
The mean total for the group as a whole was 193.8 (SD146.6) utterances. Figure 1
shows a breakdown of the children’s utterances according to whether these provided
560 P.C. Snow et al.
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context/background information, story grammar content, or were ‘don’t know’
responses. While the children produced a mean of 116.5 context/background
information responses (SD98.7), fewer than half of this number of responses
could be accounted for by actual story grammar content (M57.3, SD46.6).
A mean of 24.2 (SD23.9) utterances were classified as ‘do not code’ as they were
concernedwith aspects of the interviewother than direct transferof information between
the parties, e.g. a child asking the interviewer for clarification, such as ‘Do you mean the
first time or the last time?’, or an interviewer asking the child to speak a little louder for
the benefit of the tape. Once ‘do not code’ utterances were identified they were excluded
from further analysis.
In terms of the children’s total output, the mean proportion of story grammar
content for the sample overall was 31.7% (SD14.0). Values for the two age groups
are shown in Table 2. As may be seen, the proportion of story grammar content in
the narratives of older children was significantly higher than that of the younger
children, and younger children produced more than double the number of ‘don’t
know’ responses compared to the older speakers. The two groups did not differ with
respect to the proportion of their output that could be accounted for by context/
background information, however a trend was evident.
Table 1. Story grammar elements: examples from the data.
Setting (the physical and/or temporal location of events)
Example of physical location: ‘Up at Dad’s house we were in the shed’
Example of temporal location: ‘ . . . daytime, probably 3 pm or something’
Initiating event (the action that was the beginning of an abuse episode)
‘He come and woke me up and took me to his room. And we got into the bed’.
Internal response (the child’s subjective response to the initiating event)
‘I didn’t like it’
Plan (Either a statement indicating what the child decided to do in response to the initiating event
OR a statement indicating the child’s inference about the alleged offender’s motivational state)
‘I think he wanted me to be scared’
Attempt (the actual abuse episode)
‘He rubbed around my crotch’
Direct consequence (what the child did in response to the attempt)
‘I tried to push him away and told him to stop’
Resolution (the outcome of the direct consequence  normally the end of a story episode)
‘And then I told Mum what had happened’
Table 2. Proportion (%) of responses accounted for by story grammar, context/background
information and ‘don’t know’ responses in both age groups.
Age58 Age]9
% Mean SD % Mean SD t$ p
Story grammar 27.0 11.9 35.5 14.5 2.2 0.001*
Context/background info 60.9 11.8 55.2 13.4 1.6 0.06
‘Don’t know’ responses 9.25 7.1 4.4 3.2 3.3 0.001*
*pB0.5 (one-tailed); $(normality assumptions satisfied).
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Question types in relation to the elicitation of story grammar elements
In the sample of interviews as a whole, a total of 9881 child utterances were reported.
Table 3 shows a breakdown of these utterances according to their type and as a
function of question type that elicited them. This table shows that most (61.2%) of
the questions used were specific, and the single most frequently occurring utterance
type was context/background information (60.2%). A little over a third (34.3%) of
the children’s responses could be classified as story grammar content, and over half
(57.7%) were derived from specific questions. Overall, the median number of story
grammar elements in response to open questions/prompts was 23 (IQR36) and the
median number in response to specific questions was 26 (IQR26). A Wilcoxon
signed-ranks test showed that this difference was statistically significant (z3.5,
p0.001).
Finally, the distinction between open and specific questions was considered on an
element-by-element basis, for six of Stein and Glenn’s (1979) story grammar
elements, across the two age groups (the plan story grammar element was excluded
from analysis due to its low frequency of occurrence). The z-scores derived from a
series of Wilcoxon signed-ranks tests are summarised in Table 4. As seen in this table,
in the younger age group, differences reached or closely approached significance
across all story grammar elements except the resolution, with respect to their
elicitation via open vs specific questions. Not all of these differences were in the same
Table 3. Children’s utterances as a function of the question type that elicited them (totals).
Open questions Specific questions Total
Story grammar 1430 1956 3386
Context/background information 2213 3731 5944
‘Don’t know’ 193 358 551
Total 3836 6045 9881*
*Interviewers produced 9881 questions/prompts, and children produced 9886 responses. Given the close
proximity of these two figures, the five last utterances of the last transcript were excluded, in order to allow
one figure to be used for analysis.
0
20
40
60
80
100
120
140
Story Grammar Context /
Background
"Don't Know"
Figure 1. Interviewee responses: mean amount of story grammar content, context/back-
ground information, and ‘don’t know’ responses per transcript.
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics (median and inter-quartile ranges) and inferential statistics (Wilcoxon signed-ranks tests): story grammar elements
elicited via open-ended questions/prompts vs specific questions for both age groups.
Age group
58 years ]9 years
Story
grammar
element
Median
(open questions) IQR
Median
(specific questions) IQR z p
Median
(open questions) IQR
Median
(specific questions) IQR z p
Setting 1.0 2.0 10.0 11.0 4.1 0.0001 2.5 4.75 20.5 27.75 4.63 0.0001
Initiating
event
1.0 3.0 1.0 2.0 2.2 0.031 5.0 4.75 1.5 5.0 3.4 0.001
Internal
response
0.0 1.0 1.0 3.0 1.9 0.055 3.0 3.75 3.0 3.75 1.5 0.13
Attempt 6.0 7.0 4.0 6.0 1.92 0.055 12.0 10.75 7.5 12.5 2.8 0.005
Direct
conse-
quence
2.0 3.0 1.0 2.0 3.3 0.001 4.0 6.25 2.0 7.0 3.2 0.001
Resolu-
tion
0.0 2.0 0.0 2.0 0.52 0.60 1.0 2.75 0.0 1.0 3.3 0.001
P
sy
ch
o
lo
g
y,
C
rim
e
&
L
a
w
5
6
3
D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
D
e
a
k
i
n
 
U
n
i
v
e
r
s
i
t
y
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
1
:
0
8
 
1
 
F
e
b
r
u
a
r
y
 
2
0
1
0
direction, however. In the older age group, open-ended questions resulted in
significantly more story grammar output on the initiating event, attempt, direct
consequences, and resolution. For the setting element, however, older children
produced a higher median number of elements in response to specific questions.
For the younger children, open-ended questions produced significantly more attempt
and direct consequences output than did specific questions. In both age-groups,
specific questions were overwhelmingly more likely to result in setting information.
Context/background information in relation to question/prompt type
A total of 5944 utterances were coded as ‘context/background information’. Of these,
37.2% occurred following the use of an open-ended question or minimal encourager.
A median of 27 context/background information utterances per transcript occurred
following the use of an open-ended prompt (IQR32), while a median of 54
context/background information utterances (IQR32) per transcript occurred
following the use of a specific question. This difference was statistically significant
(z5.3, pB0.001).
Discussion
Against a backdrop of wide acceptance of the importance of obtaining free-narrative
account of abuse incident(s), the current findings suggest that typical interviewing
procedure (as reflected in these transcripts) undermines the elicitation of coherent
and credible narrative accounts from child witnesses. Indeed, in our sample of
interviews, only a third of all child utterances contributed to a narrative story per se.
Given the widely held view that the child’s free narrative account is of utmost
importance in a testimonial sense, it is a matter of concern that only a third of what
children say in investigative interviews is derived from their own telling of their own
story. These issues are considered separately below.
Proportion of story grammar contained in the children’s accounts
Our findings indicate that when interviewing child witnesses, police officers are more
effective at eliciting context and background information than actual narrative (i.e.
story) content. They tend to elicit information which is relevant, though peripheral to
the narrative on which a prosecution case may be based. What remains unknown, is
the extent to which such contextual details are provided spontaneously by child
witnesses, if optimal interviewing approaches had been used more consistently
throughout the interviews. In fact, the story grammar analysis in the current study
was based on just over one-third (34.4%) of the utterances produced by the
interviewee. The remaining 65.6% of utterances were concerned with providing
context/background information (which may or may not be of value in an
investigative or evidentiary sense) and ‘don’t know’ responses. The low rate of story
grammar cannot be solely attributed to the more conservative manner in which we
coded story grammar compared to previous researchers. The overall rate of story
grammar was consistent with prior work by Westcott and Kynan (2004), who were
more inclusive in what they regarded as setting features compared to our analysis.
A unique contribution of this study is that it compared the prevalence of two key
types of content in a child’s output; actual story grammar content versus context/
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background information that augments the core narrative, but relies on the presence
of story grammar elements in order to be meaningful. In the best case scenario,
where a child is provided with adequate opportunities to provide a free-narrative
account it might be expected that context/background information would be
embedded within the child’s free narrative. However this study confirms earlier
findings that police do not fully utilise techniques that elicit free narrative accounts.
Instead, they frequently disrupt the free narrative with specific questions. This not
only decreases the amount of output that can be classified as story grammar, it
means that context/background information is elicited in a de-contextualised way in
response to specific questions. Many of the interviewing techniques evident here are
therefore harmful in two ways: they inhibit the narrative flow from the child and
(paradoxically) they de-contextualise context/background information. Both out-
comes serve to weaken the child’s testimony.
We found predictable age effects with respect to narrative elaboration, with the older
children producing significantly more story grammar output than the younger children
However, irrespective of age, it was observed that the children could provide narrative
detail but their efforts to do so were thwarted by the high level of specific questions
(81.2% once minimal encouragers were removed). Overall, this style of interviewing is
consistent with that reported in other evaluation studies around the globe (see Powell,
Fisher, & Wright, 2005 for review). The important contribution of this study is that it
demonstrates that an over-reliance on specific questions skews the child’s output
towards context and background information and away from his/her narrative account.
Examination of story grammar elements also provides some insight into what
type of details the officers were attempting to elicit through specific questions.
Overall, the setting and attempt details were the narrative elements most strongly
represented. This is consistent with Westcott and Kynan’s (2004) work and is not
surprising given the sort of information needed to establish a charge of sexual
assault. In Australia, for an alleged offender to be charged and convicted of one or
more criminal offences, the law requires that each individual offence is identified.
Specifically, each separate act of which the suspect is charged must be clearly named
(e.g. assault, indecent assault) and identified with reasonable precision with reference
to time, place or some other unique contextual detail (S v. R, 1989). This latter
requirement (referred to as particularisation) is needed to ensure that both the
accused individual and the court are aware of the individual act that forms the basis
of each charge (S v. R, 1989). Thus, the officers’ focus of specific questions on the act
and the particular context (time and place) in which the act occurred could reflect
(albeit in part) their desire to elicit sufficient specific details to particularise the event.
Ironically, however, the officers’ attempts to elicit details relating to the setting
and act (attempt) were potentially undermining (rather than increasing) the
likelihood that the event would be particularised. There are two reasons for
proposing this. The first relates to the effect of repeated experience on memory.
As indicated earlier, 96% of the transcripts related to repeated abuse. The effect of
repeated experience differs according to whether the detail being recalled was
repeated the same way across different occurrences of the event. For details that are
fixed (i.e. repeated the same way) memory is highly accurate irrespective of the type
of question asked (Powell, Roberts, Ceci, & Hembrooke, 1999). For details that vary
across occurrences, however, repeated experience has detrimental effects on
children’s ability to remember a particular occurrence (Powell et al., 1999). This is
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depicted by a reduction in the accuracy, certainty, and consistency in children’s
reports (compared to those about a single event) which is heightened when
interviewers ask specific questions as opposed to open-ended questions (see Roberts
& Powell, 2001 for review). The relevance of this to the current study is that the
setting and attempt (specific act) are likely to be details that vary across occurrences
as they depend on the context (i.e. location, duration of time and opportunities open
to the offender and the nature of the relationship between the child and offender
which tends to unfold over time; Conte, 1991). In contrast, the initiating event,
internal response and direct consequence are likely to be consistent across occurrences
of abuse and to form part of the child’s general event representation or script. If this
is the case, then it highlights the importance of eliciting the setting and attempt
details with open rather than specific questions.
Secondly, prior research has demonstrated that although references to temporal
attributes of an abusive event (e.g. the number of incidents, the time of occurrences,
and the sequence of event components) increase with age, they are more likely to be
reported in response to recall rather than recognition (i.e. closed) questions,
irrespective of the child’s age (Orbach & Lamb, 2007). The fact that open-ended
questions can elicit temporal information from children suggests that police
investigators need not rely on the more risky (i.e. potentially contaminating) specific
questions (Orbach & Lamb, 2007).
Limitations
In considering the findings from this exploratory analysis, three caveats need to be
borne in mind. First, narrative discourse can be considered within theoretical
frameworks other than story grammar (e.g. Labov’s (1977) sociolinguistic model of
the narrative) and our findings may have differed had an alternative theoretical
framework been applied. We chose story grammar because it is well described in the
developmental literature (and also in some child and adult clinical populations) and
its elements are sufficiently discrete to offer some psychometric robustness in
analysis. Second, in mapping interviewer behaviour over the narratives produced by
the child witness, it should be borne in mind that in addition to interviewer
behaviour influencing the child’s narrative, the child’s behaviour influences that of
the interviewer, particularly in relation to perseverance with open-ended questions,
and the timing around decisions to adopt a more specific questioning approach. This
phenomenon has recently been described by Gilstrap and colleagues (Gilstrap &
Ceci, 2005; Gilstrap & Papierno, 2004).
Finally, in this exploratory analysis of the utility of the story grammar
framework, we used a median split to create two subgroups of children. Because
narrative competence continues throughout childhood and into early adolescence,
future studies in this area could consider treating age as a continuous variable.
Conclusions and directions for future research
In conclusion, these findings show that under typical conditions, police interviews
with children about alleged abuse result in about two-thirds context/background
information and only about one-third narrative (story grammar content). The police
in this study displayed an over-reliance on specific questions and this was found to be
damaging in two main ways: it interrupted (and hence curtail) the child’s free
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narrative and elicited background details in a way that decontextualises them from
the child’s story. The current findings support other research regarding the potential
benefits of using open-ended questions, and the need to improve the effectiveness of
training programmes for investigative interviewers. Although prior recommenda-
tions have evolved from an eyewitness memory framework, this study showed that an
increase in the use of open-ended questions is also important for increasing the
coherence (and subsequently the comprehension and credibility) of children’s
accounts of abuse as well. Unfortunately, improving the rate of open-ended questions
among interviewers will not be easy. The prior research as a whole suggests the need
for systematic and global changes (see Powell, Wright, & Clark, in press, for review).
Overall, there are three main recommendations arising from this work. First,
trainers need to increase awareness among investigative interviewers of the
importance of eliciting more story grammar and the role of open-ended questions
in doing this. Second, police organisations need to work with experts to develop more
effective training packages that optimise interviewers’ ability to acquire and maintain
an open-ended questioning style. Third, researchers should extend work in this area
by investigating the relationship between different types of open-ended questions and
the production of various story grammar elements across various age groups.
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